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Abstract—Concentrations of organochlorine pesticides, polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) congeners, and butyltins were measured
in sea otters and selected prey species (invertebrates) collected from the California (USA) coast. Polychlorinated biphenyls, DDTs
(sum of p,p9-dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylene [p,p9-DDE], p,p9-dichlorodiphenyldichloroethane [p,p9-DDD], and p,p9-DDT), and
butyltins were the major contaminants found in sea otters and their prey. Lipid-normalized concentrations of PCBs and DDT in
sea otter livers were 60- and 240-fold greater than those found in the prey. Great biomagnification of PCBs and DDT in sea otters
is suggested to result from their high per-capita intake of diet compared with those of other marine mammals. Profiles of PCB
congeners in sea otters and prey species suggest a great capacity of sea otters to biotransform lower-chlorinated congeners. Sea
otters seem to possess a greater ability than cetaceans to metabolize PCBs. The 2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin equivalents of
non- and mono-ortho PCBs in sea otters and certain prey species were at or above the theoretical threshold for toxic effects.
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INTRODUCTION

The southern sea otter (Enhydra lutris nereis), a California
coastal species, was listed as threatened by the U.S. Fish and
Wildlife Service in 1977. Although the population of southern
sea otters has increased since that time, the rate of recovery
has been slower than expected. Furthermore, surveys con-
ducted since 1995 have indicated that the trend has reversed
and that the population is now either stable or again decreasing
[1]. The current population is estimated to be approximately
2,300 individuals. The reasons for diminished growth of the
California sea otter population are unclear. The slow recovery
of this sea otter population has been attributed to several fac-
tors, including habitat degradation (pollution and oil spills),
fishery by-catch, predation, malnutrition, human disturbances,
and diseases [1–4]. An estimated 40 to 50% of the newborn
sea otters die before weaning [4]. Furthermore, increased adult
mortality is considered to be an explanation for the reduced
population growth [3,4]. The high rate of adult mortality has
been associated with the prevalence of infectious diseases in
southern sea otters [5].

The high prevalence of diseases in southern sea otters has
been hypothesized to be caused by weakened immune systems
resulting from exposure to toxic pollutants. Organochlorine
compounds, including polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), and
butyltin compounds, including tributyltin (TBT), are well-
known immunotoxic contaminants that are distributed widely
in aquatic ecosystems [6–8]. Elevated concentrations of PCBs
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and TBT have been reported in sea otters collected from sev-
eral locations along the California coast [9,10]. Studies de-
scribing the occurrence of organochlorine and butyltin com-
pounds in the prey species or diet of sea otters are few. In
addition, isomer-specific analysis of PCBs in sea otters and
their prey is needed to provide information regarding biom-
agnification of PCBs in sea otters.

Sea otters eat a variety of sessile and slow-moving benthic
invertebrates, including sea urchins (Strongylocentrotus
spp.), abalone (Haliotis spp.), clams (Tresus nuttalli, T. ca-
pax, Mya arenaria, Tivela stultoreum, and Saxidomus nut-
talli), mussels (Mytilus spp.), basket cockles (Clinocarddium
nuttallii), rock scallops (Hinnites giganteus), crabs (Cancer
spp. and Pugettia spp.), spiny lobsters (Panulirus interrup-
tus), sea stars (Pisaster spp.), and turban snails (Tegula spp.).
Sea otters also feed on fat innkeeper worms (Urechis caupo)
when they forage in mud flats, where the innkeepers are
found. In general, sea urchins, abalone, and certain species
of clams and crabs appear to be the preferred prey, and these
are eaten when and where they are present and accessible
[11]. However, individual sea otters specialize in foraging
for certain invertebrate species.

The objectives of the present study were to measure con-
centrations of organochlorine and butyltin compounds in se-
lected southern sea otters and their prey to elucidate food chain
accumulation and biomagnification, to examine the capacity
and mode of PCB biotransformation in sea otters in compar-
ison with those in other marine mammals, and to determine
2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin equivalents of toxic PCB
congeners in sea otters and their prey.
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Fig. 1. Map of California (USA) showing sampling locations for sea
otters and prey species.

Table 1. Concentrations (ng/g wet wt) of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), DDTs, hexachlorocyclohexanes (HCHs), chlordanes (CHLs), and
butyltins (BTs) in tissues of California (USA) sea otters collected from 1992 to 1996a

Tissue/n Sex Location
Age

(years)
Length
(cm)

Fat
(%) PCBs DDTs HCHs CHLs BTs

Liver
1 Male Half Moon Bay NDb 127 3.5 140 470 17 14 110
1 Male Moss Landing ND ND 3 880 3,800 10 53 9,200
2 Female Monterey Harbor 11–13

(12)c
118–126

(122)
2.4–3.5

(2.95)
7,000–8,700

(7,850)
2,600–5,900

(4,250)
15–50
(32.5)

370–500
(435)

2,350–4,320
(3,340)

5 Male
Female

Estero Bay 2–11
(5.3)

108–126
(119)

2.6–5.2
(3.8)

360–1,400
(788)

290–2,500
(1,290)

8.7–76
(39)

10–260
(77)

61–390
(210)

2 Male Morro Bay 10–12 123–139 3.4–8.2 280–300 1,200–1,800 5.8–68 21–28 40–5,300

Kidney
1 Male Half Moon Bay ND 127 3.9 480 1,400 15 30 14
1 Male Moss Landing ND ND 3.3 1,600 7,800 6.4 110 265
1 Female Monterey Harbor 13 126 1.7 4,600 2,300 18 190 210
1 Male Morro Bay 10 123 11 1,400 8,600 19 130 4

Brain
1 Male Half Moon Bay ND 127 8.8 69 300 3.3 2.6 3.9
1 Male Moss Landing ND ND 8.7 330 1,400 8.1 39 140
1 Male Morro Bay 12 139 7.1 89 350 5.3 4.4 81

a DDTs 5 p,p9-DDE 1 p,p9-DDT 1 p,p9-dichlorodiphenyldichloroethane; HCHs 5 a- 1 b- 1 g-isomers; CHLs 5 cis-chlordane 1 trans-
chlordane 1 cis-nonachlor 1 trans-nonachlor 1 oxychlordane; BTs 5 monobutyltin 5 dibutyltin 1 tributyltin. Data are from Nakata et al. [9]
and Kannan et al. [10].

b ND 5 not determined.
c Values in parentheses are the means.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

Samples

Deceased sea otters along the coast of California are col-
lected through a stranding network coordinated by the U.S.
Fish and Wildlife Service, U.S. Geological Survey–Western
Ecological Research Center, and the California Department of
Fish and Game with the cooperation of other organizations
and academic as well as private institutions (Fig. 1). Otter
carcasses in good postmortem condition were rapidly chilled
or frozen and then shipped overnight to the National Wildlife
Health Center (Madison, WI, USA) for necropsy. Location,
sex, and body length of the animals analyzed are presented in
Table 1. From this group, 11 sea otters that died from infectious
diseases, trauma (shark bite or gunshot), unknown causes, or

miscellaneous problems, such as neoplasia and emaciation,
were selected. The diseased otters were fatally infected by
bacteria (e.g., pneumonia), protozoa (e.g., encephalitis), acan-
thocephalan parasites, or fungi (e.g., coccidioidomycosis). All
the animals sampled were adults, and this age designation was
based on a combination of total length measurements and ce-
mentum annuli counts [12]. Generally, adults had no deciduous
teeth and showed indications of at least early wear on their
permanent teeth. Adult females were greater than 105 cm in
total length (approximately four to five years of age or more),
and adult males were greater than 115 cm in total length (ap-
proximately five years of age or more). The brain, liver, and
kidneys were collected from the carcasses at the time of nec-
ropsy, wrapped in aluminum foil or Whirlpac bags (Krackeler
Scientific, Albany, NY, USA), and stored frozen at 2208C until
analysis. The sea otters examined in the present study were
analyzed earlier for organochlorine pesticides, total PCBs, and
butyltins [9,10]. Additional details about samples and sampling
locations have been reported elsewhere [10]. Sampling loca-
tions are shown in Figure 1.

Black turban snails (Tegula fumebralis, T. brannea, and
T. monteregi) were collected from Point Sur (south side), ap-
proximately 30 km south of Monterey (CA, USA). Red urchins
(Strongylocentrotus franciscanus), red abalones (Haliotis ru-
fescens), mussels (Mytilus edulis), kelp crabs (Pugettia prod-
ucta), and fat innkeeper worms (Urechis caupo) were collected
from Otter Point and Wharf II in Monterey Harbor. All the
prey species were collected on August 25 to 27, 1999. Several
individuals per species were collected by nets and pooled for
analysis. Only edible, soft tissues were analyzed.

Chemical analysis

Organochlorine pesticides and PCBs were analyzed ac-
cording to methods described elsewhere [13,14], with some
modifications. Briefly, analysis consisted of extraction of sam-
ple tissues (2–6 g) with mixed solvents of diethyl ether (300
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ml) and hexane (100 ml) using a Soxhlett apparatus (Krackeler
Scientific) for 7 h. Lipid content was determined gravimetri-
cally from concentrated aliquots of these extracts. Removal of
lipids from the extracts was accomplished by elution of the
extracts through a 20 g Florisil–packed glass column (Supelco,
Oakville, ON, Canada) with a mixture of 150 ml of 80% ace-
tonitrile and 20% (v/v) hexane-washed water or by gel per-
meation column (inner diameter, 2 cm; length, 50 cm; Bio-
Beads S-X3; Bio-Rad Laboratories, Hercules, CA, USA). The
extracts were then concentrated, purified with sulfuric acid,
and passed through a 12 g Florisil–packed glass column for
separation. The first fraction, which was eluted with hexane,
contained PCBs, p,p9-dichlorodiphenyldichloroethylene (p,p9-
DDE), and trans-nonachlor. The second fraction, which was
eluted with 20% dichloromethane in hexane, contained hex-
achlorcyclohexane (HCH) isomers (a-, b-, and g-HCH), chlor-
danes (CHLs; trans-chlordane, cis-chlordane, cis-nonachlor,
and oxychlordane), p,p9-dichlorodiphenyldichloroethane
(DDD), and p,p9-DDT. In prey species, tris(4-chlorophen-
yl)methane (TCPME), tris(4-chlorphenyl)methanol
(TCPMOH), dieldrin, and heptachlor epoxide were also ana-
lyzed in the third fraction, which was eluted with 50% di-
chloromethane in hexane.

Each fraction was concentrated and injected into a Hewlett-
Packard 5890 series II high-resolution gas chromatograph
(Avondale, PA, USA) equipped with a 63Ni electron capture
detector. A fused silica capillary column (inner diameter, 0.25
mm; length, 30 m) coated with DB-1 (100% dimethyl poly-
siloxane; J&W Scientific, Folsom, CA, USA) at a film thick-
ness of 0.25 mm was used for the separation of organochlo-
rines. The column oven was programmed from an initial tem-
perature of 608C (1-min hold) to 1608C at a rate of 208C/min,
held for 10 min, and then ramped at a rate of 28C/min to 2608C,
with a final hold time of 20 min. The injector and detector
temperatures were maintained at 260 and 2808C, respectively.
Helium and nitrogen were the carrier and make-up gases, re-
spectively. Concentrations of individually resolved peaks were
summed to obtain the total PCB concentration. An equivalent
mixture of Kanechlors 300, 400, 500, and 600 (Kanegafuchi,
Osaka, Japan) with known PCB composition and content was
used as the external quantification standard. Identification and
quantification of individual PCB isomers and congeners based
on Kanechlor mixtures have been reported earlier [15]. Or-
ganochlorine pesticides were quantified from the areas under
individually resolved peaks compared to the corresponding
peak areas of standards. Recoveries of PCB congeners and
organochlorine pesticides through the analytical procedure
were between 95 and 103%. Reported concentrations were not
corrected for recovery. Detection limits for total PCBs and
organochlorine pesticides were 0.3 and 0.03 ng/g wet weight,
respectively.

Isomer-specific analysis of PCBs, including non-ortho co-
planar PCBs, in sea otter tissues and selected prey items was
based on a method described earlier [16]. Briefly, tissues were
refluxed in 1 N potassium hydroxide–ethanol, re-extracted in
hexane, and cleaned by passage through a silica gel column.
Extracts were then passed through a glass column (inner di-
ameter, 5 mm) packed with 125 mg of activated carbon (Wako
Pure Chemical Industries, Osaka, Japan) for the separation of
non-ortho PCB congeners, 3,39,4,49-T4 chlorobiphenyl (CB;
International Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry [IUPAC]
77), 3,39,4,49,5-P5CB (IUPAC 126), and 3,39,4,49,5,59-H6CB
(IUPAC 169) from ortho-chlorine–substituted PCBs. A Hew-

lett-Packard 5890 series II gas chromatograph interfaced with
a Hewlett-Packard 5970 mass-selective detector was employed
for the identification of individual PCB congeners in sea otter
tissues. Selected-ion monitoring at m/z 290 and 292, 324 and
326, 358 and 360, 392 and 394, and 428 and 430 was used
to identify tetra-, penta-, hexa-, hepta-, and octa-CBs, respec-
tively. For the analysis of non-ortho PCBs, M1, and (M12)1

cluster ions were monitored at m/z 290 and 292, 324 and 326,
and 358 and 360 for IUPAC 77, 126, and 169, respectively.
Detection limits of non-ortho coplanar PCBs in sea otters were
40 to 60 pg/g wet weight. A Hewlett-Packard 5890 series II
gas chromatograph interfaced with an Agilent 5973N mass-
selective detector (Folsom, CA, USA) was employed for the
identification of individual PCB congeners in prey items. De-
tection limits of coplanar PCBs in prey species were 1 pg/g
wet weight. The PCB congeners are represented by their
IUPAC numbers. The laboratory has participated in the Na-
tional Institute of Standards and Technology annual intercom-
parison exercises for organochlorines in marine mammal tis-
sues. Concentrations of PCBs and organochlorine pesticides
were within 620% of the reported mean concentrations.

Butyltins, including monobutyltin, dibutyltin, and TBT
were analyzed in sea otters and their prey species as described
elsewhere [7]. The method involved extraction, derivatization,
and clean-up followed by gas chromatography–flame photo-
metric detection.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Concentrations and bioaccumulation

The DDTs (sum of p,p9-DDE, p,p9-DDD, and p,p9-DDT)
were the predominant compounds in sea otters from various
locations, except for Monterey Harbor, where PCBs were abun-
dant (Table 1). The maximum SPCB and DDT concentrations
measured in sea otter livers were 8,700 and 5,900 ng/g wet
weight, respectively. Concentrations of CHLs and HCHs in
sea otter livers were one to two orders of magnitude lower
than those of PCBs and DDTs. Concentrations of butyltins
were comparable to or greater than those of DDTs. Details
regarding organochlorine pesticide and organotin concentra-
tions, including age- and gender-related variations in concen-
trations, and tissue-specific accumulation in sea otters have
been discussed elsewhere [9,10].

In general, the concentrations of contaminants in tissues of
sea otters (Table 1) showed considerable variation by individ-
ual and location—and in some cases an order of magnitude
variation at the same location. Many of the animals were old
(10–15 years). Sample size was limited, so these results may
not be representative of the entire range of the southern sea
otter population. More details on the concentration ranges of
organochlorines and organotins for several other locations on
the California coast are discussed elsewhere [9,10]. The con-
centrations of organochlorines and butyltins found in sea otter
prey species may be viewed as typical for locations like Mon-
terey Harbor [9,10].

All the locations from which sea otters were analyzed (Half
Moon Bay, Moss Landing, Monterey Harbor, Estero Bay, and
Morro Bay, CA, USA) were either embayments adjacent to
population centers or agricultural drainage entering the ocean,
where historic inputs of PCBs, DDTs, HCHs, and CHLs have
occurred. A small, but significant, percentage of the southern
sea otter population (;10% based on the Fall 2002 survey) is
found in such areas at various times of the year. However,
approximately 50 to 60% of the southern sea otter population
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Table 2. Concentrations (ng/g wet wt) of polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs), organochlorine pesticides, tris(4-chlorophenyl) methanol [TCPMOH],
and tris(4-chlorophenyl)methane [TCPME] and butyltins (BTs) (monobutyltin 1 dibutyltin 1 tributyltin) in prey species of sea otters collected

in August 1999 in Monterey Harbor and Point Sur, California (USA); hexachlorocyclohexanes (HCH), chlordane (CHLs)

Prey species
Lipid
(%) PCBs DDTs HCHs CHLs

Hepta-
chlor

epoxide Dieldrin TCPMOH TCPME BTs

Fat innkeeper worms
Mussel
Red urchin
Red abalone
Kelp crab (Pugettia producta)
Turban snail (Tegula fumebralis)
Turban snail (Tegula fumebralis, T. brannea)
Turban snail (Tegula monteregi)

0.87
4.8
5.9
1.0
1.2
1.7
0.98
1.3

21.8
15.8
2.25

,0.3
,0.3
,0.3
,0.3
,0.3

13.9
11.5

2.32
0.08
0.27
0.41
0.17
0.22

0.26
0.99
0.72
0.12
1.04
0.21
0.10
0.16

2.09
2.23

,0.03
,0.03
,0.03
,0.03
,0.03
,0.03

0.03
0.10
0.09
0.01
0.03
0.02
0.03
0.02

0.38
0.96
0.12
0.04
0.12
0.09
0.18
0.08

0.33
0.72
0.05

,0.03
,0.03

0.02
,0.03

0.03

0.05
0.03

,0.03
,0.03
,0.03
,0.03
,0.03

0.01

8.1
9.7
6.5
2
1.3
1.1
1.1
1.4

Fig. 2. Polychlorinated biphenyl homologue profiles in sea otter liver,
kidney, and brain. Mean and standard deviation are presented. CB 5
chlorobiphenyl.

is found off the Big Sur (CA, USA) coastline, a relatively
pristine area with little or no history of agricultural pesticide,
industrial, or urban contamination or the presence of boat har-
bors.

Among the various prey items of sea otters analyzed, fat
innkeeper worms and mussels contained the highest concen-
trations of PCBs and DDTs. Concentrations of PCBs in fat
innkeeper worms and mussels were 21 and 16 ng/g wet weight,
respectively (Table 2). Both DDTs and butyltins were detected
in all the invertebrates analyzed at concentrations ranging from
0.08 to 14 and from 1.1 to 9.7 ng/g wet weight, respectively.
The HCHs, dieldrin, and heptachlor epoxide were found in all
the benthic invertebrates, although at concentrations 10- to
100-fold lower than those of PCBs and DDTs. Both TCPME
and TCPMOH were detected in several prey species of sea
otters. An earlier study has reported the occurrence of 4 ng
TCPMOH/g liver in sea otters [17]. Lipid-normalized concen-
trations of TCPMOH in sea otter livers (100 ng/g) were ap-
proximately ninefold greater than concentrations found in prey
items (11 ng/g), suggesting biomagnification of this compound
in the sea otter food chain. Earlier studies have also reported
the biomagnification of TCPMOH in humans and marine wild-
life [18,19]. Nevertheless, concentrations of TCPMOH in sea
otter livers were lower than those found in livers of California
sea lions from central California [20].

Few studies have examined the occurrence of organochlo-
rines and butyltins in benthic invertebrates from the California
coast [21–23]. Concentrations of PCBs and DDT in abalone
and red sea urchin collected from the southern California coast
during the early 1970s ranged from 6 to 200 ng/g wet weight
[21], which were greater than those observed in the samples
collected for the present study. Concentrations of PCBs and
DDT have declined in mussels from several locations along
the California coast since the 1980s, when restrictions were
imposed on the production and use of these compounds [23].

Despite relatively low concentrations of organochlorines in
prey, concentrations measured in sea otter livers from some
locations were 10- to 100-fold higher than those in the prey
species. Lipid-normalized concentrations of PCBs and DDTs
in sea otter livers ranged from 3.7 to 363 mg/g (mean, 64 mg/
g) and from 7.8 to 168 mg/g (mean, 60 mg/g), respectively.
Mean concentrations of PCBs and DDTs in sea otter prey
species that contained detectable concentrations of these com-
pounds were 0.96 and 0.25 mg/g lipid weight, respectively.
Thus, concentrations of PCBs and DDT in sea otter livers were,
on average, 60- and 240-fold, respectively, higher than those
measured in their typical prey. These values are also greater
than those reported for several other marine mammal species,

in which PCB and DDT biomagnification factors have ranged
from 10 to 50 [24,25]. High biomagnification of PCBs and
DDT may result from specific feeding habits and accumulation
features of sea otters. Unlike other marine mammals, sea otters
do not possess blubber [26]. Therefore, organochlorines tend
to be dispersed in various body tissues, such as liver or kidney.
Furthermore, sea otters consume between 23 and 33% of their
body weight in food every day. This proportion is much greater
than that observed in other marine mammals. For example,
food consumption by sea lions and dolphins is 7% of their
body weight daily [27]. A higher rate of food consumption
and the lack of blubber to concentrate lipophilic pollutants
may render sea otters vulnerable to accumulation of toxic con-
taminants in physiologically important organs, such as liver
and kidney. In addition, it should be noted that prey species
were collected four to five years after sea otters had been
collected. Even though some time lapse occurred between the
sampling of sea otters and the sampling of their prey, assess-
ments of biomagnification and biotransformation were based
on the samples collected from the same location (i.e., Monterey
Harbor).

PCB congener profiles in sea otters and their prey

Isomer-specific analysis of tetra- through octa-CBs in sea
otter tissues revealed the presence of 52 chromatographic
peaks representing 63 isomers. Hexachlorobiphenyls were the
major homologues, accounting for between 46 and 48% of the
total PCB concentrations in liver and kidney, followed by hep-
ta- (25–29%), penta- (18–21%), octa- (3.5–5.3%), and tetra-
CBs (1.5–2.4%), in that order (Fig. 2). Brain tissue contained
relatively higher proportions of tetra-, penta-, and hexa-CBs
and lower proportions of hepta- and octa-CBs relative to liver
and kidney (Fig. 2). The percentage composition of hexa-CBs
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Fig. 3. Polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) isomer and congener profiles
in tissues of a male sea otter from Moss Landing (CA, USA) collected
in April 1995. Concentrations of individual congeners are normalized
to that of PCB 138, which is considered to be 1.0. IUPAC 5 Inter-
national Union of Pure and Applied Chemistry; U7 5 unidentified
heptachlorobiphenyl.

Fig. 5. Polychlorinated biphenyl (PCB) isomer and congener profiles
in sea otter liver and prey species from Moss Landing/Monterey Har-
bor (CA, USA). Concentrations of individual congeners are normal-
ized to that of PCB 153, which is set to be 1.0. U7 5 unidentified
heptachlorobiphenyl.

Fig. 4. Composition (%) of polychlorinated biphenyl homologues in
sea otter liver and prey species. CB 5 chlorobiphenyl.

(relative to total PCBs) in brain was significantly greater than
that in liver (p , 0.05), whereas the percentage hepta-CBs in
brain was significantly lower than that in liver (p , 0.05).
Despite this, the relative congener concentrations among liver,
kidney, and brain tissues within an individual were similar
(Fig. 3). Hexachlorobiphenyls 138 (2,29,3,4,49,59) and 153
(2,29,4,49,5,59) were the major congeners, together accounting
for 25 to 45% (mean, 35%) of the total PCB concentrations
in sea otter tissues. Other major congeners in sea otter tissues
were IUPAC 101, 99, 118, 144/149, and 180. This profile is
comparable to that observed in marine mammals from the
northern Pacific Ocean [28].

In prey species, penta- and hexa-CBs were the major ho-
mologues, accounting for, on average, 40 and 37%, respec-
tively, of the total PCB concentration (Fig. 4). The percentage
composition of tetra- and penta-CBs relative to total PCB con-
centration was greater in prey species than in sea otter tissues.
For instance, tetra- and penta-CBs together accounted for 44
to 65% of the total PCB concentrations in prey and 20% in
sea otters. The mean composition of penta-CB in sea otter
liver was 19%, whereas in prey items, it was 31 to 50%. This
suggests that sea otters can metabolize tetra- and penta-CB
congeners. The percentage composition of hexa-CBs in sea
otter liver was significantly greater than that in prey items (p
, 0.05). Further details regarding the biotransformation of
PCB congeners by sea otters are discussed below. Similar to
the composition in sea otter tissues, hexa-CBs 153 and 138

were the predominant congeners in mussels and fat innkeeper
worms, accounting for 22 to 23% of the total PCB concen-
tration. Relative concentrations of CB congeners 118, 144/
149, 101, 99, and 105 were lower in sea otters than in prey
items (Fig. 5). This provides additional evidence that certain
PCB congeners are biotransformed/metabolized by sea otters.
Chlorobiphenyl congener 180, which was relatively less abun-
dant in prey species, was found to be enriched in sea otters.
This implies that the highly chlorinated congeners are not ef-
ficiently metabolized by sea otters.

Metabolic capacity of sea otters relative to other marine
and terrestrial mammals

The metabolism of PCB congeners is mediated by cyto-
chrome P450–dependent, mixed-function oxygenase enzymes
in liver microsomes. The group of PCB congeners with vicinal,
unsubstituted carbon in the meta-para and the ortho-meta po-
sitions are metabolized by phenobarbital (PB)- and methyl-
cholanthrene (MC)-inducible microsomal enzymes, respec-
tively [29–31]. Certain marine mammals possess relatively
active MC-type enzymes but less active PB-type enzymes [29].
Measurement of activities of hepatic cytochrome P450 en-
zymes, such as aryl hydrocarbon hydroxylase, ethoxyresoru-
fin-O-deethylase, and pentoxyresorufin-O-deethylase, in fresh
livers can provide information concerning their ability to trans-
form xenobiotics. Because the sea otters were not deliberately
killed for the present study, we did not have access to fresh
livers for direct measurements of enzyme activity. Alterna-
tively, however, drug-metabolizing enzyme activities can be
assessed from the abundances of certain CB congeners esti-
mated as metabolic indices. A metabolic index can be esti-
mated as [29]:

MI 5 log CR 2 log CRi 180 i

where MIi is the metabolic index of congener i and CRi and
CR180 are the concentration ratios (concentration in predator:
concentration in prey) of congeners i and 180, respectively.
Polychlorinated biphenyl isomers with greater MI values are
more biodegradable/excretable (including fecal egestion and
urinary excretion of unmetabolized congeners) relative to CB
180 than are those with smaller, near-zero MI values. The CB
180 has been chosen as the standard against which to normalize
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Fig. 6. Estimated activities of phenobarbital (PB)-type and methyl-
cholanthrene (MC)-type enzymes in sea otters in comparison with
those in other marine and terrestrial vertebrates. Data for species other
than sea otter were taken from Nakata et al. [13] and Senthilkumar
et al. [33].

Table 3. Concentrations (pg/g, wet wt) of non- and mono-ortho polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) and
their 2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin equivalents (TEQs) in sea otter livers

Congener TEFa Concentration TEQs
TEQs

(at ½ detection limits)b

Non-ortho polychlorinated biphenyls
77

126
169

0.0001
0.1
0.01

,60–110c

,60–350c

60–110c

,0.006–0.011c

,6–35
,0.6–1.1c

0.003–0.011 (0.004)
2–35 (8.3)

0.3–1.1 (0.4)

Mono-ortho polychlorinated biphenyls
118
105
156

0.0001
0.0001
0.0005

2,900–404,000 (92,700)
,100–107,000 (27,000)
,100–137,000 (27,000)

0.29–40 (9.3)
,0.01–11 (2.7)
,0.05–69 (14)

0.29–40 (9.3)
,0.01–11 (2.7)
,0.05–69 (14)

Total TEQs 0.42–156 (33) 2.7–156 (34)

a TEF (toxic equivalency factor) from Van den Berg et al. [34].
b TEQ concentrations when nondetectable congeners were substituted by one-half of the detection limit

value; values in parentheses are the means.
c Less than 25% detectable observations.

MI values, because it is one of the most recalcitrant CB con-
geners in terms of biotransformation in aquatic and terrestrial
mammals [29]. Metabolic indices were calculated for individual
PCB congeners in sea otter livers. The MI values for tetra-,
penta-, hexa-, hepta-, and octa-CB congeners analyzed in the
present study ranged from 1.5 to 3, 1.1 to 3.2, 0.59 to 1.6, 0.08
to 1, and 0.2 to 0.8, respectively. Most of the tetra-CBs had
MI values greater than two, whereas most or all of the hexa-,
hepta-, and octa-CBs had MI values less than one. These results
suggest that less highly chlorinated PCBs are metabolized
more efficiently than hexa- and hepta-CBs. This finding is
similar to what was observed for Baikal seals [13]. The MI
values for PCB congeners in sea otters were greater than the
indices measured for Ganges River (India) dolphins [32,33].
These results suggest that sea otters have a greater ability than
Ganges River dolphins to transform/metabolize PCB conge-
ners. The MI values for PCB isomers metabolized by MC-
and PB-type enzymes were also compared with the values
reported for other aquatic and terrestrial mammals (Fig. 6).
Chlorobiphenyls 52 (2,29,5,59-tetra-CB) and 66 (2,39,4,49-tet-
ra-CB) were selected to represent the congeners that are me-
tabolized by PB- and MC-type enzymes, respectively. The MI
values estimated for CB 52 and CB 66 were both greater than
those values determined for certain cetaceans and pinnipeds,
indicating that the activities of both the MC- and PB-type

enzymes in sea otters are relatively high compared with those
in other marine mammals. Therefore, it can be concluded that
sea otters have a greater capacity to biotransform PCBs com-
pared to cetaceans, such as dolphins. This aspect may be re-
lated to the high basal metabolic rate of sea otter, as indicated
by their high rates of feeding and energy utilization to maintain
body temperature. The basal metabolic rate of a sea otter is
twice as high as that of other mammals of comparable size
[11].

Toxic equivalents and toxicological implications

Non-ortho coplanar PCB congeners 77, 126, and 169 were
not detected in several sea otters at a detection limit of 40 to
60 pg/g wet weight. A few individuals that had high concen-
trations of total PCBs contained coplanar PCBs. In these in-
dividuals, CB 126 was the predominant congener, followed by
CBs 77 and 169 (Table 3). This profile is different from that
observed in several cetaceans [6,28], in which the concentra-
tion of tetra-CB congener 77 was higher than those of CBs
126 and 169. Biotransformation of congener 77 by sea otters
may explain the lower concentration of CB 77 relative to CB
126 in sea otters. Mono-ortho PCB congeners 118, 105, and
156 were found in several sea otters. The toxic equivalents
(TEQs) were calculated for non- and mono-ortho coplanar
PCB congeners based on the mammalian toxic equivalency
factors (TEFs) reported by the World Health Organization [34].
Total TEQ concentrations of non- and mono-ortho-substituted
congeners in sea otter livers ranged from 0.42 to 156 pg/g wet
weight (mean, 33 pg/g wet wt) (Table 3). When the concen-
trations of nondetectable congeners were substituted by a value
of half the respective detection limit, the TEQ concentrations
were found to range from 2.7 to 156 pg/g wet weight (mean,
34 pg/g wet wt). Mono-ortho congener 156 and non-ortho
congener 126 were the major contributors to TEQs. Although
several di-ortho-substituted congeners were found in sea otter
livers, TEFs were not available for these congeners.

The threshold concentration of TEQs in livers of aquatic
mammals beyond which physiological effects are elicited has
been suggested to be 520 pg/g lipid weight [35]. On a lipid-
weight basis, TEQ concentrations in sea otter livers ranged
from 6.7 to 6,500 pg/g (mean, 1,100 pg/g). The mean TEQ
concentration in sea otter liver was greater than the suggested
threshold concentration. In particular, sea otters collected from
Monterey Harbor and Moss Landing and a few individuals
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Table 4. Concentrations and 2,3,7,8-tetrachlorodibenzo-p-dioxin equivalents (TEQsa; pg/g on wet wt)
of non- and mono-ortho polychlorinated biphenyls (PCBs) in sea otter diet

Congener TEFb Kelp crab Turban snail Mussel Fat innkeeper worms

Non-ortho PCBs
77

126
169

0.0001
0.1
0.01

1.6 (0.0002)b

,1 (0.1)
,1 (0.01)

5 (0.0005)
,1 (,0.1)
,1 (,0.01)

17.4 (0.0017)
3.9 (0.39)

,1 (,0.01)

29 (0.0029)
8.9 (0.89)
3.2 (0.032)

Mono-ortho PCBs
118
105
156

0.0001
0.0001
0.0005

30 (0.003)
10 (0.001)

,1 (,0.0005)

40 (0.004)
20 (0.002)

,1

1,740 (0.17)
720 (0.072)
140 (0.07)

2,080 (0.208)
1,020 (0.102)

170 (0.085)

Total TEQ 0.004 0.007 0.709 1.320

a Values in parentheses are TEQs.
b TEF (toxic equivalency factors) from Van den Berg et al. [34].

from Estero Bay contained TEQ concentrations greater than
the threshold value of 520 pg/g lipid weight. Although un-
certainties are involved in extrapolating the effect levels rec-
ommended for several other aquatic mammals to sea otters,
this comparison nevertheless can suggest the extent of PCB
exposures in sea otters.

Non-ortho coplanar PCB congener 77 was found in all the
prey items at concentrations ranging from 1.6 to 29 pg/g wet
weight (Table 4). Coplanar PCB congeners 126 and 169 were
found in fat innkeeper worms. The respective relative con-
centrations of these three non-ortho PCB congeners in fat
innkeeper worms were on the order of 77 . 126 . 169. Toxic
equivalents were calculated for non- and mono-ortho PCB
congeners in prey species based on the mammalian TEFs [34].
Concentrations of TEQs in prey items were between 0.004 and
1.3 pg/g wet weight. A threshold concentration for TEQs of
1.06 pg/g wet weight has been suggested for the prey species
of sea otter [36]. Concentrations of TEQs in fat innkeeper
worms were above the suggested tolerance limits.

The estimates of TEQs in sea otters and shellfish prey may
be considered conservative, because they only represent a few
mono- and non-ortho congeners and do not consider di-ortho
PCBs, which are present at considerable concentrations in sea
otters. In addition, other dioxin-like compounds, such as po-
lychlorinated dibenzo-p-dioxins and dibenzofurans [17], may
add to the existing burdens of TEQs in sea otters and their
prey. Furthermore, mammalian TEFs were derived based on
studies with terrestrial mammals. Aquatic mammals, including
sea otters, have different toxicokinetics, which may render
them more sensitive to chemical pollution. Although to our
knowledge the effects of environmental contaminants on sea
otters are as yet unstudied, confamilial species, such as mink
and river otter, have been shown to be highly sensitive to
several of these compounds [37]. Therefore, TEFs specific to
aquatic mammals will be needed for an accurate risk assess-
ment.

Acknowledgement—We thank Jack Ames and Mike Harris, California
Department of Fish and Game, for help with the collection of prey
species; C. Meteyer, R. Cole, and L. Creekmore, National Wildlife
Health Center, for diagnostic assistance; and B. Hatfield, U.S. Geo-
logical Survey–Western Biological Research Center, for field obser-
vations.

REFERENCES

1. U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service. 2000. Draft revised recovery plan
for the southern sea otter (Enhydra lutris nereis). Portland, OR,
64 p.

2. Estes JA. 1990. Growth and equilibrium in sea otter populations.
J Anim Ecol 59:385–401.

3. Riedman ML, Estes JA, Staedler MM, Giles AA, Carlson DR.
1994. Breeding patterns and reproductive success of California
sea otters. J Wildl Manag 58:391–399.

4. Siniff DB, Ralls K. 1991. Reproduction, survival and tag loss in
California sea otters. Mar Mamm Sci 7:211–229.

5. Thomas NJ, Cole RA. 1996. The risk of disease and threats to
the wild population. Endangered Species Update 13:24–28.

6. Kannan K, Tanabe S, Borrell A, Aguilar A, Focardi S, Tatsukawa
R. 1993. Isomer-specific analysis and toxic evaluation of poly-
chlorinated biphenyls in striped dolphins affected by an epizootic
in the western Mediterranean Sea. Arch Environ Contam Toxicol
25:227–233.

7. Kannan K, Senthilkumar K, Loganathan BG, Takahashi S, Odell
DK, Tanabe S. 1997. Elevated accumulation of tributyltin and its
breakdown products in bottlenose dolphins (Tursiops truncatus)
found stranded along the U.S. Atlantic and Gulf coasts. Environ
Sci Technol 31:296–301.

8. Ross PS. 2000. Marine mammals as sentinels in ecological risk
assessment. Human Ecol Risk Assess 6:29–46.

9. Nakata H, Kannan K, Jing L, Thomas N, Tanabe S, Giesy JP.
1998. Accumulation pattern of organochlorine pesticides and po-
lychlorinated biphenyls in southern sea otters (Enhydra lutris
nereis) found stranded along coastal California, USA. Environ
Pollut 103:45–53.

10. Kannan K, Guruge KS, Thomas NJ, Tanabe S, Giesy JP. 1998.
Butyltin residues in southern sea otters (Enhydra lutris nereis)
found dead along California coastal waters. Environ Sci Technol
32:1169–1175.

11. Van Blaricom GR, Estes JA. 1988. The Community Ecology of
Sea Otters. Springer-Verlag, Berlin, Germany.

12. Morejohn CV, Ames JA, Lewis DB. 1975. Postmortem studies
of sea otters, Enhydra lutris L., in California: Marine Resources
Technical Report 30. California Department of Fish and Game,
Sacramento, CA, USA.

13. Nakata H, Tanabe S, Tatsukawa R, Amano M, Miyazaki N, Petrov
EA. 1995. Persistent organochlorine residues and their accumu-
lation kinetics in Baikal seal (Phoca sibirica) from Lake Baikal,
Russia. Environ Sci Technol 29:2877–2885.

14. Watanabe M, Kannan K, Takahashi A, Loganathan BG, Odell
DK, Tanabe S, Giesy JP. 2000. Polychlorinated biphenyls, or-
ganochlorine pesticides, tris(chlorophenyl)methane, and
tris(chlorophenyl)methanol in livers of small cetaceans stranded
along Florida coastal waters, USA. Environ Toxicol Chem 19:
1566–1574.

15. Tanabe S, Tatsukawa R, Phillips DJH. 1987. Mussels as bioin-
dicators of PCB pollution: A case study on uptake and release of
PCB isomers and congeners in green-lipped mussels (Perna vir-
idis) in Hong Kong waters. Environ Pollut 47:41–62.

16. Tanabe S, Kannan N, Wakimoto T, Tatsukawa R. 1987. Method
for the determination of three toxic non-ortho chlorine substituted
coplanar PCBs in environmental samples at parts-per-trillion lev-
els. Int J Environ Anal Chem 29:199–213.

17. Bacon CE, Jarman WM, Estes JA, Simon M, Norstrom RJ. 1999.
Comparison of organochlorine contaminants among sea otter (En-



56 Environ. Toxicol. Chem. 23, 2004 K. Kannan et al.

hydra lutris) populations in California and Alaska. Environ Tox-
icol Chem 18:452–458.

18. Falandysz J, Strandberg B, Strandberg L, Rappe C. 1999. Tris(4-
chlorophenyl)methane and tris(4-chlorophenyl)methanol in sed-
iment and food webs from the Baltic south coast. Environ Sci
Technol 33:517–521.

19. Minh TB, Watanabe M, Tanabe S, Yamada T, Hata J, Watanabe
S. 2001. Specific accumulation and elimination kinetics of tris(4-
chlorophenyl) methane, tris(4-chlorophenyl)methanol, and other
persistent organochlorines in humans from Japan. Environ Health
Perspect 109:927–935.

20. Kajiwara N, Kannan K, Muraoka M, Watanabe M, Takahasi S,
Gulland F, Olsen H Blankenship AL, Jones PD, Tanabe S, Giesy
JP. 2001. Organochlorine pesticides, polychlorinated biphenyls,
and butyltin compounds in blubber and livers of stranded Cali-
fornia sea lions, elephant seals, and harbor seals from coastal
California, USA. Arch Environ Contam Toxicol 41:90–99.

21. Munson TO. 1972. Chlorinated hydrocarbon residues in marine
animals of southern California. Bull Environ Contam Toxicol 7:
223–228.

22. Stephenson MD, Martin M, Tjeerdema RS. 1995. Long-term
trends in DDT, polychlorinated biphenyls and chlordane in Cal-
ifornia mussels. Arch Environ Contam Toxicol 28:443–450.

23. Wade TL, Sericano JL, Gardinali PR, Wolff G, Chambers L. 1998.
NOAA’s ‘Mussel watch’ project: Current use organic compounds
in bivalves. Mar Pollut Bull 37:20–26.

24. Tanabe S, Tanaka H, Tatsukawa R. 1984. Polychlorobiphenyls,
SDDT and hexachlorocyclohexane isomers in the western North
Pacific ecosystem. Arch Environ Contam Toxicol 13:731–738.

25. Muir DCG, Norstrom R, Simon M. 1988. Organochlorine con-
taminants in Arctic marine food chains: Accumulation of specific
polychlorinated biphenyls and chlordane-related compounds. En-
viron Sci Technol 22:1071–1079.

26. Williams TD, Allen DD, Groff JM, Glass RL. 1992. An analysis
of California sea otter (Enhydra lutris) pelage and integument.
Mar Mamm Sci 8:1–18

27. Perez MA, McAlister WB. 1993. Estimates of food consumption
by marine mammals in the eastern Bering Sea. NOAA Technical
Memorandum NMFS-AFSC-14, National Marine Fisheries Ser-
vice, Seattle, WA, USA.

28. Minh TB, Nakata H, Watanabe M, Tanabe S, Miyazaki N, Jef-
ferson TA, Prudente M, Subramanian A. 2000. Isomer-specific
accumulation and toxic assessment of polychlorinated biphenyls,

including coplanar congeners, in cetaceans from the North Pacific
and Asian coastal waters. Arch Environ Contam Toxicol 39:398–
410.

29. Tanabe S, Watanabe S, Kan H, Tatsukawa R. 1988. Capacity and
mode of PCB metabolism in small cetaceans. Mar Mamm Sci 4:
103–124.

30. Boon JP, van der Meer J, Allchin CR, Law RJ, Klungsøyr J,
Leonards PEG, Spliid H, Storr-Hansen E, Mckenzie C, Wells DE.
1997. Concentration-dependent changes of PCB patterns in fish-
eating mammals: Structural evidence for induction of cytochrome
P450. Arch Environ Contam Toxicol 33:298–311.

31. Nakata H, Tanabe S, Tatsukawa R, Amano M, Miyazaki N, Petrov
EA. 1997. Bioaccumulation profiles of polychlorinated biphenyls
including coplanar congeners and possible toxicological impli-
cations in Baikal seal (Phoca sibirica). Environ Pollut 95:57–
65.

32. Kannan K, Tanabe S, Tatsukawa R, Sinha RK. 1994. Biodegra-
dation capacity and residue pattern of organochlorines in Ganges
river dolphins from India. Toxicol Environ Chem 42:249–261.

33. Senthilkumar K, Kannan K, Sinha RK, Tanabe S, Giesy JP. 1999.
Bioaccumulation profiles of polychlorinated biphenyl congeners
and organochlorine pesticides in Ganges River dolphins. Environ
Toxicol Chem 18:1511–1520.

34. Van den Berg M, Birnbaum L, Bosveld ATC, Brunstrom B, Cook
P, Feeley M, Giesy JP, Hanberg A, Hasegawa R, Kennedy SW,
Kubiak TJ, Larsen JC, Rolaf van Leeuwen FX, Liem AKD, Nolt
C, Peterson RE, Poellinger L, Safe S, Schrenk D, Tillitt D, Tys-
klind M, Younes M, Waern F, Zacharewski T. 1998. Toxic equiv-
alency factors (TEFs) for PCBs, PCDDs, PCDFs for humans and
wildlife. Environ Health Perspect 106:775–792.

35. Kannan K, Blankenship AL, Jones PD, Giesy JP. 2000. Toxicity
reference values for the toxic effects of polychlorinated biphenyls
to aquatic mammals. Human Ecol Risk Assess 6:181–201.

36. Roe SL, Kent RA, Caux P-Y. 1998. A new approach for Canadian
tissue residue guidelines for the protection of wildlife consumers
of aquatic biota: A case study of polychlorinated biphenyls. Ab-
stracts, SETAC 19th Annual Meeting, Charlotte, NC, USA, No-
vember 15–19, p 148.

37. Tillitt DE, Gale RW, Meadows JC, Zajicek JL, Peterman PH,
Heaton SN, Jones PD, Bursian SJ, Kubiak TJ, Giesy JP, Aulerich
RJ. 1996. Dietary exposure of mink to carp from Saginaw Bay.
3. Characterization of dietary exposure to planar halogenated hy-
drocarbons, dioxin equivalents, and biomagnification. Environ
Sci Technol 30:283–291.


